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MICROCHIROPTERAN BAT MORTALITY IN A 
HARP TRAP DUE TO GREEN TREE ANT 
DECOPHYLLASMARAGDINA ATTACK. Memoirs of the 
Oweensland Museum IZ): 428 1 995.-Microchirpoteran bat 
mortality in harp traps has been previously reported in Viclo- 
ria (Schulz & Meggs, (986; Lumsden, 1989; Wallis & 
Lumsden, 1993) and the Northern Teminry (Underwoud, 
1994). In Victorian examples, bats were atlacked and partially 
emen by Bush Rats Restis fuscipes, while im the case Fram the 
Northern Territory, mortality was due to Green Tree Ant 
Oecophylla smaragdina attack. This note re another case 
Of O, smaragding attack on a harp trap which resulted im the 
mortality of 23 Little Bent-wing Bals, Miniopterus australis. 

During a fauna survey of coastal wetlands in Trinity Inlet, 
Cairns, a harp trap was set on a walking track sitaarted on the 
boundary of a dune ridge community (Melalewoa lewcadendra 
overstorey Te Im, with mixed Acacit crusicaray, Alyta 
spicdic, Exocarpus lavifolia, Terminalia muelleri, Crpaaniog- 
si Atircardinides, Pandanus sp mid storey) and a Ceriops 
fogal doremated roangrave community, The trap was placed 
hetercen two birge M. feweadendra and, as the author Was 
aware of Ihe previous case of Green Tree amt stack, care was 
laken mol to rest the trap against, or tie Ihe sade amchor-ropes 
pedo the surroumiing vegetation The trap was set at dusk, and 
aflera penod wf qeeihighting and ultrasonic bar deteation, the 
trap was checked for the last time a) 2230 hours, No bats were 
present in the al the ime of the last check, despite a lange 
Minber of Individuals being observed Flying overhead and 
alone the track. In acklinion, 50 Green Tree Ants Were observed 
on the ray. 

‘The rrap was checked ar approximately 0600 hours the 
pext Nierming and 23 trapped Af. australis were discovered 
dead in the trap. Anexteermety laree number of O. smurageding 
(approximate estimate 1 OCK)-2000 individuals) were present 
on ihe map, partacelarly withie the folds and spaces of the 
canvas capture bay and plastic dividing Maps. All bats were 
covered with large nuinbers of ants, many of which were also 
dead. In reenoveneg the canvas holding bay and then the hats, 
the author was attacked and bitten, and fumes excreted by the 
unts cuused gagging and retching. Access to the trap by the 
Geeen Tree Ams was trom the ground. The trap had heen set 
in similar and slightly more dense vegetation on two previous 
mecasions Without attack, 

The Green Tree Ant Qecophyila smaragdina(Formiciae} 
3s a member of a group known as weaver wnts due to their 
abslity toconstruct arboreal community nests of woven leaves. 
This ofd world genus is widespread throughout tropical Asia 
Africas and Australia, and forms large decentralised colonies 
ofup to 500,000 individuals (workers, larvae workers, queens 
and queen larvae) dn phere many hundreds of nests in trees 
covering areas over 1000m? (Holldobler & Wilson, 1990). 
Green Tree Ants are renowned for thelr highly evolved com- 
munication and co-operative social systems which inchide 
alarm responses, defence and food collection systems and 
recruitment and exploration strategies, all developed 10 can- 
trol and maintain their large home range (Hilldobler, 1983). 
Shoet and long-distance recruitment is achieved by a combi- 
nation of rectal gland odour trails, regurgitation of liquid Gop 
contents, sternal gland secretions, mandibular alacm phere- 
mones, body jerking displays and tactile stimulation. The 
composition and identity of these chemical signals are colony- 
specific (Holldobler & Wilson, 1990), 

From the knowledge of Green Tree Ant biology and 
microchiopteran bat feeding patiems, a scenario forthe cange 
of the attack and subsequent death of the bats in the harp trap 
can be hypothesised, Recruitment strategies allow Green Tree 
Ant neésimaies to explore and occupy a new space in 4 very 
short space of lime. Worker ants exploring this territory 
penodically touch their abdomen tips to the new substrate 
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leaving drops of brown Muid thai act as colony specific trail 
markers, Previous studies involving the placement of poi- 
plants inlo territorial areas indicated that werkers actively 
enter and search newly opened terrain (HOlldobler & Wilson, 
1990). It is suggested that the placement of the harp tmp onta 
ihe track represented new lemitory thal was rapidly explored 
and occupied during the course of the evening, before any Dats 
were trapped. 

Microchiropteran bats generally demonstrate bimodal 
feeding acrviry patterns, with post-clusk and pre-dawn activ- 
ity peaks (Taylor et 8l., 1987). In the above case, the han? irap 

dled to. capture any bals during the first paR of feeding, 
despite a hagh level of observed activity. Therefore the bats 
subsequently trapped were possibly captured during the pre- 
dawn feeding period. Between the final trap checking and 
dawn, large numbers Green Tree Ants explored and occupied 
the harp trup, utilising the trap-legs 4s an access poem. W 39 
hypenhesised that when the bass started stoking and Falling 
into the Sarp-trap holding bag. this disturbance caused rapid 
and aggressive defence responses in the ams. Green Tree Ants 
are highly responsive to substrate vibrations (C. Hill, pers. 
come.), The bats were probably killed hy a combination of 
ant-bites and secretions from the Green Tree Ants. Under- 
wood (1994) incorrectly reported that the bats had bees 'ap- 
paremily killed by the repeated stings inflicted by the ants” 
Cirees Tree Ants do not possess abdominal ‘stings’ bus rather 
use their mandibles to bite and sprays of formic acid from their 
ghinds in defensive or attacking responses. 

When harp trapping in tropical environments where Green 
Tree Anis are present, itis suggested that a number of pescau- 
Hons are laken to overcome the possibility of ants accessing 
and occupying the trap, including: minimising the contact of 
the Trap on surrounding Vegetation, not lying the stabilising 
guy-fopes io surrounding vegelation, using surface insect 
repellent on the irap legs or poninas of the irap thut are 
potential access points forthe ants and placing the maji legs tn 
small containers of water. 
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